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ABORTION AND GUN CONTROL IN MINNESOTA
WITH AN EMPHASIS 0~ CENTRALITY, ·c oMMITTED .
ACTION, AND ORGANIZATION EFFORTS

An Analysis Of Partial Survey Results
From The Fail 1988 And Spring 1989 SCSU
Survey Of Minnesota Adults

Prepared by Or. Steve Frank, Codlrector of
The SCSU Survey-July, 1gag

'

ABORTION AND GUN CONTROL IN MINNESOTA WITH AN EMPHASIS ON
CENTRALITY, COMMITTED ACTION, AND ORGANIZATION EFFORTS

PART I. ABORTION RESULTS
PART II. GUN CONTROL RESULTS
PART III. SUMMARY AND PUBLIC POLICY IMPLICATIONS
Overview
As evidenced by the almost continuous national and state debates over •
the issues of abortion and gun control these policies are
con troversia 1. They e :~emp l i fy what researchers ca 11 "hot issLies" and
arouse "passionate at ti tL1des". PL1b l ic opinion appears to be "stab le"
in that most Americans favor some form of tougher gun laws and legal
abortion and these opinions haven't changed much over the years.
However, question wording and methodology must be closely examined.
Although national and state majorities might favor abortion in some
circumstances and tougher gun laws, public policy does not seems to
reflect these views. One frequently given hypothesis for the contrast
between public opinion and legislative policy is that the minority
who oppose gun laws and abortion prefer their alternative much more
passionately than does the majority. Therefore, it is contended that
it is advisable for political decision-makers to heed the passionate
or intense minority.
National survey researchers Harold Schuman and Stanley Presser and
The SCSU Survey in the central Minnesota area have examined the
intensity factor. Over the past year The SCSU Survey has examined gun
control and abortion on a statewide basis. The purpose was to go
beyond specific policy preferences which have been fairly well '
documented. An effort was made to understand why minorities may be
winning in these two areas. We specifically concentrated on
centrality, committed action and organization efforts. Centrality
refers to subjective importance as self-reported by the respondent.
It appears to be a better measL1re of discrimination of a respondent ' s
rating of importance of public policy issues than are intensity
measures. Committed action refers to act$ of political participation
such as contacting public officials about public policy or writing a
letter to the editor.

·PART I. ABORTION
Questions:
Fall 1988 SCSU Survey (Questions 21-31)
21) Next, let's turn to some questions concerning abortion. Would you
please tell me if you agree gr: disagree with the following statements
concerning women and abortion. A woman should be able to obtain a
legal abortion for any reason . (IF YES-SKIPPED TO 28)
22) A woman should not be able to obtain a legal abortion for any
reason. (IF YES-SKIPPED TO 28)
23) A woman should be able to obtain a legal abortion if her health
is seriously endangered by the pregnancy.
24) A woman should be able to obtain a legal abortion if she becomes
pregnant as a result of rape or incest.
2~) A woman should be able to obtain a legal abortion if there is a
strong chance of a serious defect in the baby.
26) A woman should be able to obtain a legal abortion if the family
has a very low income and cannot afford any more children.
27) A woman should be able to obtain a legal abortion if she is
married and does not want any more ch~ldren.

28) When you vote, how important is a candidate ' s position on
abortion?-Would you say it is one of the most important factors you
would consider, a very important factor, ~omewhat important, or Mot
too important? (CENTRALITY MEASURE)
29) Have you ever written a letter to a public official expressing
your views on abortion, joined an organization, or given money to an
organization concerned with this issL1e? (IF RESPONDENT MENTIONED SOME
ORGANIZATION THEY WERE ASKED QUESTIONS 30-32-ALL OTHERS SKIPPED TO
32)
30) Could you please tell me the name of the group?
31) Within the past month have you received any communication from
that organization containing information about next month's
presidential or state elections?
Spring 1989 SCSU Survey (Question 24)
24) In 1973 the Supreme Court ruled that states cannot place
restrictions on woman ' s right to an abortion during the first three
months of pregnancy. Would you like to see this ruling overturned, or
not?

· Summary of Abortion Results
Minnesotan'• Views On Abortion

It one combines The SCSU Survey data with results from the July, 1989
Minnesota Poll on abortion it appears that Minnesotans, like citizens
nationwide, are ambivalent aboL1t abortion. Most believe in keeping it
legal in many circumstances and essentially believe it depends on
individual circumstances. Even though most Minnesotans think it is
morally wrong most believe that it is a decision that must be made by
the affected woman. As demonstrated in Figures 1 and 2 _most
Minnesotans favor legal abortion in some circumstances. 41¾ favor
legal abortion for any reason while about 1/3 (23¾) are opposed to
abortion under any circumstances. Substantial majorities favor legal
abortion for a woman ' s health, in cases or rape or incest, a~d a
defect in the baby. · Minnesotans are more evenly divided in cases
where the woman can ' t afford any more children or is married and
doesn ' t not want any more children.
Centrality and Abortion
As demonstrated in Figure 3 the issue of ~bortion is more central to
those who are opposed to a legal abortion for any reason than it is
for those who favor legal abortion for any reason. Overall 43¾ of
Minnesotans claim it is most or somewhat important when voting.
However, 53¾ of those who are opposed say it is most or somewhat
important compared to 31r. of pro-abortion respondents.
It is interesting to note when asked to name the single most
important problem facing the country or state only about 1¾ will cite
gun control or abortion issues. More important, even though the issue
is more central to anti-abortion respondents they may still be a
minority. The answer to their success may lie in committed action and
organization activities.
Committed Action
Figures 4-6 indicate that only about 20¾ of Minnesotins engage in
committed action on the abortion issue. The most common activities
are giving money (12'l.), followed by writing a letter (9¾), - and
joining an abortion related organization (B'l.). Respondents opposed to
abortion are more likely to engage in committed action than are those
who favor abortion. This is especially true for the actions of
writing a letter or giving money.
Abortion Organization Membership
About 8¾ said they belonged to an organization related to abortion
but 7¾ could give a specific name. About 4¾ mentioned anti-abortion
groups while 3¾ mentioned pro-abortion groups. However, the question
may underestimate church related organization efforts.

Election Efforts by Organizations
The numbers of cases available for analysis were small but
,potentially significant. The data in Figure 8 indicate anti-abortion
groups were more likely to have communicated information to their
members about the upcoming November~ 1988 elections than were
pro-abortion organizations (64% to 30%).
Summary
Although Minnesotans who favor abortion are a larger percentage of
the electorate than are those who oppose abortion the antis are
winning the public policy battle. Those who oppose abortion are
indeed more passionate (the issue is more central) than are those who
favor abortion. However~ those who oppose are more likely to ·engage
in acts of political participation which multiply their
effectiveness. Additionally, anti-abortion groups may do a better Job
of communicating with their members and stimulating them to
participate in the political process.
As the pro-abortion forces see themselves losing what they may have
taken for granted we may see the issue become more central to them
and increase their committed actions. Additionally, pro-abortion
groups may seek to do a better job of encouraging political
participation by their SL1pporters. Next year The SCSU Survey"will
seek to ~easure what changes~ if any~ have occurred in the Minnesota
electorate with respect to abortion.
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SUMMARY OF METHODOLOGY FOR FALL 1988 SAINT CLOUD STATE UNIV. SURVEY
~he SCSU Survey is an ongoing survey research arm of the Social Science
Research Institute in the College of Social Sciences at St. Cloud State
University. Dr. Steve Frank began the survey in 1980 conducting several
omnibus surveys a year of central Minnesota adults in conjunction with
his Political Science classes. The omnibus surveys are still done twice
a year but have shifted to a statewide focus and Dr. John Murphy serves
as co-director along with Frank. The fall survey emphasizes political
science concerns while the spring sL1rvey concentrates on sociologica~
issues. Clients can buy into the surv~y or contract for specialized
surveys.
Directors are the survey are Dr. Steve Frank, SCSU Professor of
Political Science and Dr. John Murphy, SCSU Professor of Sociology. Deb
Schierbeck, a two quarter student supervisor served as student
director. Ten selected students served as student supervisors. The
supervisors were Paula Duncan, Cindy Goebel, Renie Walsh, Aaron
Rodriguez, Jane Lanoue and Todd Buys These juniors/seniors play an
important ·role in interviewer training and supervision and coding. They
are given a thorough introduction to sL1rvey sampling, questionnaire and
question design, interviewer training and supervision, field work, data
management, data analysis, and survey reporting and ethics.
After five or more hours of training and screening about 75 sociology
and political science students conducted the actual _interviews. They
were monitored by supervisors and directors. All calls were made from
the SCSU Survey Research Laboratory. The survey was administered
between October 6 and 13, 1988.
Several steps were taken to ensure that the telephone sample of
Minnesota adL1lts who were 18 years of age or older was representative
of the larger population. Survey Sampling Inc. of Fairfield,
ConnecticL1t prepared the random digit sample of telephone numbers.
Random digit dialing makes available changed, new, and unlisted
numbers. Drawing numbers from a telephone book may skip as many as 30½
of Minnesota households. Within each household the particular
respondent was determined in a statistically unbiased fashion. This .
means that the selection process alternated between men and women and
and older and younger respondents. Few substituti6ns were allowed. In
order to reach hard-to-get respondents each number was called up to
five times over different days and times and' appointments made as
necessary to interview the designated respondent at her/his
convenience. Calls were primarily made after 5:00 but day calls were
made as necessary.
In samples of 801 interviews the overall sample error due to sampling
and other random effects is approximately plus/minus 4½ at the 95½
level of confidence. This means that if one were to have drawn 20
samples of the state and administered the same instrument it would be
expected that the overall findings would be greater/lesser than 4½ only
one time in twenty.

However, in all sample sL1rveys there are other possible sources of
error for which precise estimates cannot be calculated. For subsamples
such as likely voters or breakdowns by variables such as gender the
sample error may be larger.
Even though the demographics of the sampl• matched census and other
known characteristics of the larger state population very well, the
sample was weighted for sex. As is characteristic of telephone surveys
fem~les were slightly oversampled, The completion rate of the survey
was 65%. Completion rate means that once an eligible household was
reached about 2/3 of the respondents agreed to participate in the
survey.
Coding of open-ended political questions was done by Frank and ~oding
supervisor Dan Storkamp.
The total survey consisted of 58 questions. Additional material on the
survey's methodology and findings are available by contacting Frank or
Murphy.
THE DIRECTORS ARE MEMBERS OF THE MIDWEST ASSOCIATION OF PUBLIC
OPINION RESEARCH (M.A.P.O.R.) AND THE AMERICAN ASSOCIATION OF PUBLIC
OPINION RESEARCH AND SUBSCRIBE TO THE CODE OF ETHICS OF THE
A.A.P.O,R.

y

SUMMARY OF METHODOLOGY FOR SPRING 1989 SCSU SURVEY
The s. c. S. u. Survey is an ongoing research arm o.t the Social Science
Research Ir,sti tute in the College of Social Sciences at St. Cloud
State University. The survey conducts state-wide fall and spring
omnibus surveys. The fall survey emphasizes political science
concerns and the spring survey concentrates on sociological issues.
Clients can buy into the survey or contract for specialized surveys.
Directors of the survey are Dr. Steve Frank, Professor of
Political Sc1~nce and Dr. John Murphy, Professor of Sociology. Ms.
Deb Schiernbeck served as student director. Six students served
as student supervisors. They are: Aaron Rodriguez, Diane Sauer,
Renee Walsh, Karen Buntje, Diane McIntire, Sharon Stueve. · student
supervisors are in charge of interviewer training, supervision of
interview~rs and coding. They are given a thorough introduction to
survey sampling, questionnaire and question design, interviewer
training and ~upervision, data management and a11alysis, and survey
reporting and ethics. After five or more hours of training and
screening, about 65 sociology and political science students conducted
the actual interviews. They were monitored by supervisors and directors.
All calls were made from the SCSU Survey Research Laboratory. The
survey was administered between Ap~il 16 and April 20, 1989.
Several steps were taken to ensure that the telephone sample of
Minnesota adults who were 18 years of age or older was representative
of the larger population. Survey Sampling Inc. of Fairfield, Conn.,
prepared the random digit sample of telephone numbers. Random
digit dialing makes available changed, new, and unlisted numbers.
Drawing numbers from a telephor,e book may skip as many as 30 percent
of Minnesota households. Within each h6usehold the particulai
respondent was determined in a statistically w1biased fashion. This
means that the selection process alternated between men and women
and older and younger respondents. Few substitutions were allowed.
In o~der to reach hard-to-get respondents each number was called
up to five times over different days and times and appointments made
as necessary to interview the designated respondent at her/his
convenience. Calls were primarily made after 5 p.m. but day calls
were made as necessary. A total of 693 interviews were completed.
In samples of 693 interviews the overall sample error due to
sampling and other random effects is approximately plus/minus 5
percent at the 95 percent level of confidence. This means that
if one were to have drawn 20 samples of the state and administered
the same instrument it would be expected that the overall findings
would be greater/lesser than 5 percent only one time in 20.
However, in all sample surveys there are other possible sources
of error for which precise estimates cannot be calculated. For
subsamples such as likely voters or breakdowns by variables such
as gender the sample error is larger.
The demographics of the sample matched census and other
known characteristics of the larger state population very well.
The complete rate of the survey was 62 percent which is comparable
to national standards. Completion rate means that once a1) eligible
household was reached about two-thirds of the respondents agreed to
participate in the survey.

Page 2
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The total survey consisted of 56 questions. Additional material
on the survey's methodology and findings are available by contacting
Frank . or Murphy.
The directors are members of the Midwest Association of Public
Opinion Research (MAPOR) and the American Association of Public Opinion
Research (AAPOR) and subscribe to the code of ethics of the AAPOR.
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SCSU SURVEYS FIND THAT ANTI-ABORTION MINORITY MORE COMMITTED,
MORE ACTIVE THAN PRO-CHOICE MAJORITY IN MINNESOTA
ST. CLOUD, Minn. (Aug.)

8-3-89

Minnesotans opposed to abortion feel more

strongly about the issue and are more likely to try to do something about their
cause--such as writing letters or donating money--than those who favor legalized
abortion, according to results of two SCSU Surveys, conducted by researchers at
St. Cloud State University (SCSU).
The survey confirmed what many researchers already believe: that the minority who oppose abortion believe in their cause "much more passionately" than the
pro-choice majority, according to Dr. Steve Frank, SCSU Survey co-director and
professor of political science. He released the findings at a press conference
today (Aug. 3) at SCSU.
The statewide surveys were conducted in fall 1988 and again last April
before the July U.S. Supreme Court decision broadening the ability of states to
restrict abortions. The surveys found that Minnesotans, like citizens
nationwide, are ambivalent about abortion, with most believing that abortion
should be kept legal in many circumstances and believing that the decision
depends on individual circumstances.
The questions asked sought to go beyond these specific policy preferences
and examine why the minority views may be winning on the abortion issue, Frank
explained.
To do this, survey researchers looked at three prime indicators:
centrality, committed action, and organization membership.

Centrality refers to

how important the abortion is to each individual surveyed. Canmitted action
includes those acts of political participation such as writing letters to the
editor or to elected officials or donating money.
organization membership of those surveyed.
-more-

Researchers also looked at

SCSU SURVEY--2

8-3-89

The abortion issue is a more central concern to those opposing abortion,
the survey found. For example, overall, 43 percent of Minnesotans claim it is
most or somewhat important when voting.

However, among the anti-abortion

respondents, 53 percent said it is most or somewhat important, compared to only
31 percent of pro-abortion respondents.
In addition, those opposing abortion are more likely to take action.

This

is especially true for actions such as letter writing and donating money.
Overall, however, only about 20 percent of Minnesotans engage in some colTITiitted
action on the abortion issue.
On organizations, 4 percent of those surveyed mentioned anti-abortion
groups while 3 percent mentioned pro-abortion groups.

Frank cautioned, however,

that these findings may not reflect or may underestimate church-related group
efforts.

The survey did show that anti-abortion groups were more likely to have

sent information to their members about the November 1988 elections.
"Although Minnesotans who favor legalized abortion are a larger percentage
of the electorate, the anti-abortion movement is winning the public policy
battle,

11

Frank said.

"Those opposed to abortion are indeed more passionate

about it and so are more likely to try to do something about it.
makes policy-makers sit up and take notice.
In addition, Frank said,

11

That action

11

As the pro-abortion or pro-choice groups see

themselves losing what they may have taken for granted, the issue may become
more central to them as well and increase their cormiitted actions."
Next year's SCSU Survey will seek to measure any opinion changes that may
have occurred in this area, Frank said.
The SCSU Survey is part of the Social Science Research Institute of the
College of Social Science at SCSU.

The survey co-directors are Dr. Steve Frank,

(612) 255-4131, and Dr. John Murphy, (612) 255-2154.

(A methodology statement

and two graphs are attached to this release.)
-end(Note to media: To arrange interviews with Frank, contact Deborah Hudson,
assistant diretor of SCSU public relations, at (612) 255-3151).

SUMMARY OF METHODOLOGY FOR SCSU SURVEY
The SCSU Survey is an ongoing research arm of the Social Science Re~earch
Institute in the College of Social Sciences at St. Cloud State University. The
survey conducts state-wide fall and spring omnibus surveys. The fall survey
emphasizes political science concerns and the spring survey concentrates on
sociological issues. Clients can buy into the survey or contract for
specialized surveys.
Directors of the survey are Dr. Steve Frank, professor of political
science and Dr. John Murphy, professor of sociology. Deb Schiernbeck served as
student director. Si x students served as student supervisors. They were:
Aaron Rodriguez, Diane Sauer, Renee Walsh, Karen Buntje, Diane McIntire, Sharon
Stueve. Student supervisors are in charge of interviewer training, supervision
of interviewers and coding. They are given a thorough introduction to survey
sampling, questionnaire and question design, interviewer tra i ning and supervision, data management and analysis, and survey reporting and ethics. After
five or more hours of training and screening, about 65 sociology and political
scien ce students conducted the actual interviews. They were monitored by
supervisors and directors. All calls were made from the SCSU Survey Research
Laboratory. The survey was admi nistered between April 16 and April 20, 1989.
Several steps we re taken to ensure that the telephone sample of Minnesota
adults who were 18 years of age of older was representative of the larger
population. Survey Sampling Inc. of Fairfield, Conn., prepared the random
digit sample of telephone number s . Random digit dialing makes available
changed, new, and unlisted numbers. Drawing numbers from a telephone book may
skip as many as 30 percent of Minnesota households. Within each household the
particular respondent was dete rm ined in a statistically unbiased fashion. This
means that the se l ect i on process alternated between men and women and older and
younger respondents. Few substitutions were allowed.
In order to reac h hard-to-get respondents each number was called up to
five times over diffe rent days and times and appointments made as necessary to
interview the designated respondent at her/his convenience. Calls were
primarily made after 5 p.m. but day calls were made as necessary. A total of
693 interviews were completed.
In samples of 693 interviews the overall sample error due to sampl i ng and
other rand om effects is approximately plus/minus 5 percent at the 95 percent
level of confidence. This means that if one were to have drawn 20 samples of
the state and administered the same instrument it would be expected that the
overall findings would be greater/lesser than 5 percent only one time in 20.
However, in all sample surveys the re are other possible sources of error
for which precise estimates cannot be calculated. For subsamples such as
likely voters or breakdowns by variables such as gender the sample error is
larger.
The demographics of the sample matched census and other known characteristics of the larger state population very well . The complete rate of the
survey was 62 percent which is comparable to national standards. Completion
rate means that once an eligible household was reached about two-thirds of the
respondents agreed to participate in the survey.
The total survey consisted of 56 questions. Additional material on the
survey's methodology and findings are available by contacting Frank or Murphy.
The directors are members of the Midwest Association of Public Opinion
Research (MAPOR) and the American Association of Public Opinion Research
(AAPOR) and subscribe to the code of ethics of the AAPOR.
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SCSU SURVEYS FIND GUN CONTROL SUPPORTERS LOSING GROUND TO COt+1ITTED OPPONENTS
ST. CLOUD, Minn. (Aug.) -- Minnesotans opposed to gun control are more

likely to try to do something about their cause even though they may not "feel
as passionately" about the issue as gun control supporters, according to results
of two SCSU Surveys, conducted by researchers at St. Cloud State University
(SCSU).
The survey results, released at a news conference today, partly contradict the national conventional wisdom which says that the political success of
anti-control forces is the result of greater passion felt by these control
opponents--they simply feel stronger about the issue.

In fact, on the issue of

hand-gun bans, Minnesota gun control supporters "hold their views with more passion or centrality than do (their) opponents."
However, according to Steve Frank, SCSU Survey co-director and professor
of political science, gun control opponents are politically successful because
they and their organizations are more likely to act on behalf of their cause,
especially during election time.

"This multiplies the effectiveness of gun con-

trol opponents," Frank said.
The statewide surveys were conducted in fall 1988 and again last April.
The surveys found that Minnesotans, like citizens nationwide~ favor banning
semi-automatic guns.
The questions asked for this survey sought to go beyond specific policy
preference and examine why the minority view may be winning on the gun control
issue, Frank said.
To do this, survey researchers looked at three prime indicators:
centrality, committed action, and organization membership or activity.
Centrality refers to how important gun control is to each individual surveyed.
Committed action includes those acts of political participation such as writing
letters to the editor or contacting organization members during an election year.
-more-

GUN SURVEY -- 2
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The survey found that although gun cuntrol supporters may feel stronger
about the issue than their counterparts, it is the gun control opponents who are
more committed to action.
For example, by a 17 percent to 7 percent margin, the anti-gun controllers
were much more likely to engage in committed action.
Also, no person surveyed who belonged to a pro-control organization
could recall whether or not they had been contacted by their organization about
the upcoming November presidential and state elections.

However, 55 percent of

those in a11 ti -control groups reported receiving information about the election.
In addition, though only 5 percent of Minnesotans claimed to belong to any
kind of an organization relating to gun control, 4 percent mentioned anticontrol groups, most often citing the National Rifle Association.
Frank said the Minnesota findings are similar to national data surveys.
"As the conventional wisdom regarding gun control is disputed, public policy
makers may find they may actually gain votes by supporting tougher controls (not
total bans).

To counter the loss of money and other political support, the gun-

control proponents will have to strengthen their organization activities and
increase committed action," Frank said.
The SCSU Survey is part of the Social Science Research Institute of the
College of Social Science at SCSU .

The survey co--directors ar e Dr . St eve Frank,

(612) 255-4131, and Dr. John Murphy, (612) 255-2154.
-end(NOTE TO MEDIA: Steve Frank will be available by telephone immediately following
the news conference. To contact Frank, call (612) 255-4131. For additional
assistance, contact Deborah Hudson, assistant public relations director, (612)
255-3151).

PROFILE OF PERSONS MORE LIKELY TO SUPPORT A BAN ON
SEMI-AO"l'OMATIC ASSAULT GUNS
Overall, 68% of adult Minnesotans favor legislation banning the manufacturing,
sale and possession of semi-automatic assault guns.
Those most likely to support such a ban are:
1.
2.

persons with household incomes over $25,000 (77%).
persons with at least some college education (77%).
women ( 77%).
persons living in the seven county Minneapolis-St. Paul Metro area (74%).
persons who favored banning these guns also tended to rate drinking and driving
a more serious problem (as judged on a 10 point scale) than those who did not
support the ban.
persons who favored banning these guns also rated the overall quality of their
local law enforcement higher (as judged on a 10 point scale) than did those
who did not support the l~w.

3.

4.

5.

6.

PROFILE OF PERSONS WHO HAVE A GUN IN THEIR HOUSE
Overall, 49% of adult Minnesotans report that they live in a household in which
someone owns a gun.
Those persons most likely to live in such a household are:

1.

2.
3.
4.

5.
6.

persons living in the northeastern section (Cook, Lake, St. Louis, Kochiching,
Itasca, Aitkin, Carlton counties) of the state (58% vs. only 36% for those
living in the seven county Minneapolis-St. Paul Metro are).
men ( 57%). ·
person s with no college education (57% ) .
older: except for those in the 65 and older category, the older a person
is, the more likely he/she will own a gun.
persons with household incomes of $25,000 or more (55%).
persons who are currently employed (58%).
PROFILE OF PERSONS IN HOUSEHOLDS WITH MORE THAR ONE GUN

Of those persons who reported gun ownership, 58% reported living in households in which
there was more than one gun.
Those persons most likely to live in such a household are:

1.
2.
3.

men ( 7 4 %) •
persons with some college educ ation (70%).
persons in the 22-40 and 46-55 age categories.

